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If you haven’t gone through it yet,
you almost certainly will: that spine-
chilling moment when you realise
that the comfy postdoc life is over,
and you’ve got to get a career. One of
three things will happen to you: you’ll
either land your dream research job,
you’ll make a seamless career change
and do something else instead, or
you’ll go into a fully fledged ‘oh no,
what am I going to do next’ terrified
horror. Options one and two passed
me by completely, so I was left
flailing around trying to figure out
what I wanted from my life. 
After a period of experimenting
with different ideas and applying for
every job in the New Scientist, I
realised that I enjoyed explaining
science to people. Teaching was out,
I didn’t have the right temperament,
so I decided to give the science
media a go.
Frankly, if you go in with any
illusions about bringing science
to the masses, you won’t hold
onto them for long
A friend mentioned that the British
Association for the Advancement of
Science ran a media fellowship
scheme, and maybe I should try
applying for that. I did.
The application form was very
brief, after asking for the usual vital
statistics, the only other information
it required was a 200 word essay
explaining why you wanted to apply.
Over 150 applicants filled the forms
in and crossed their fingers. When I
heard the outcome of the selection
procedure, I was told that I’d been
chosen to work with Carmen Pryce,
the producer of BBC Science Online
where I would get six weeks of work
experience. I was selected as I’d
already ‘done some journalism’,
writing for Science’s Next Wave
website. I wasn’t just saying that I’d
like to be a science writer, I’d already
made a step towards proving that I
might be able to do it.
The BBC website is enormous,
and many confuse BBC Science
News with BBC Science Online. I
did. I thought I was going to be
reporting on hot science news stories
as they broke. I soon found out that I
was designing a website about the
human body. I wasn’t going to be
rushing around being a news hound. I
was going to prepare the
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commissioning documents for a
wedsite that was going to be
launched after my fellowship was
completed. This lacked the thrill that
some of the other media fellows were
getting from placements with the
broadsheet newspapers and the BBC
Radio Unit, but I soon began to
appreciate the view I was getting of a
much longer-term production process. 
I spent the first week feeling very
confused. Everyone was speaking a
different language, Digi-beta’s,
uploading to Dev0. What startled me
most was that no-one was remotely
interested in having a real live
scientist in their midst who
understood a lot of the science news
stories. Frankly, if you go in with any
illusions about bringing science to
the masses, you won’t hold on to
them for long! I didn’t. Although
most of my colleagues had a degree
in science, they were more interested
in the media itself. Science was
merely another story. 
I learned how to write in a
relaxed but snappy style, and
my reports became tighter
and more direct
While designing and preparing the
new website, I also maintained the
human-body website as it stood.
Although this was an onerous and
repetitive task, it proved to be a great
training in distilling a story into
twenty words and writing those witty
two liners that the papers specialise
in. I learned how to write in a relaxed
but snappy style, and my reports
became tighter and more direct.
I came out of the experience with
a new website commissioned and a
sharpened set of writing skills. I also
gained an understanding of the
media’s approach to science. The
BBC’s main output is not about
education, it’s about entertainment.
If scientists can enter into
interactions with the media knowing
this, we should be able to
communicate better to get our
message across, rather than feeling
frustrated by apparent misreporting.
This is probably the most important
lesson that I learned during my
fellowship.
The aim of the media fellowship
scheme is to give working scientists
experience of science communication
with the hope of improving
communications between scientists
and the general population.
In this respect the scheme was
remarkably successful. Out of the ten
of us who spent our summer holidays
slaving over hot PCs, the experience
sent most of us back into the lab with
renewed vigour. I took an alternative
path, and accepted a short contract to
return to BBC Science Online to
complete the website launch.
The experience I gained from the
three months there with the BA
media fellowship made my CV stand
out amongst the others when I
applied for a science writers job with
the Journal of Experimental Biology.
So the media fellowship has also kept
me in science, and I can’t recommend
the experience highly enough.
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